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Recent investigations in the
Conquest period historical sources confirm the special commercial importance and far-flung economic connections of northwestern Honduras. Columbus, during his fourth voyage, met a large trading canoe in the Gulf of Honduras near the Bay Islands. The vessel was eight feet wide and as long as a galley, with a canopy amidships, and carried 25 men as well as women and children. The canoe, either bound to or returning from Honduras, carried a large and varied cargo of trade goods: cacao; a variety of cotton garments with multi-colored designs; wooden swords edged with stone blades; stone axes; copper bells, axes, and knives; and crucibles for melting copper (Las At the hour of Mass we went to Naco. At that time it was a good pueblo, but we found it had been deserted that very day, and we tock up our quarters in some very large courts where they had beheaded Cristobal de Olid. The pueblo was well provisioned with maize and beans and Chili peppers, and we also found a little salt which was the thing we needed most, and there we settled ourselves with our baggage as though we were going to stay there forever. In this pueblo is the best water we have found in New Spain, and a tree which in the noon-day heat, be the sun ever so fierce, appears to refresh the heart with its shade, and there falls from it a sort of very fine dew which comforts the head. At that time this pueblo was thickly peopled and in a good situation, and there was the fruit of the Zapotes, both of the red and small kind, and it was in the neighborhood of other pueblos.
Montejo ([1539]
:228) reported that Naco had a population of 10,000 persons. This agrees quite well with Cortes' statement that there were more than 2,000 houses at Naco, not including its dependent hamlets (Pagden 1971:407 ).
Naco's linguistic affiliations are obscure. Most linguistic maps place Naco near the transition from Maya to non-Maya (Jicaque-Lenca-Care) speech (e.g., Thompson 1970b:86). The eastern limits of Maya speech are difficult to specify. As Thompson (1977: 3) put it: "Long-established linguistic boundaries are not like stone wall or clipped hedge. Rather, we should think in terms of tidal waters where man is hard put to say where fresh begins and brackish ends." The search for a boundary which can be plotted precisely on a map should give way to a recognition that a frontier is a zone of transition in which contrasting cultural patterns and the groups which carry them interpenetrate. The change from one pattern to another is complex, occupying considerable space.
Enclaves -groups of one linguistic or cultural affiliation living among people of a different identity -are useful in conceptualizing and describing the interaction of contrasting groups and patterns. The enclave concept is familiar to Andeanists. It is at the heart of Murra's (1968:1972) formulation of the "archipelago" pattern which is typical of Andean societies. Andean archipelagos, in Murra's analysis, function in resource procurement: small groups reside away from their home communities to exploit locally available resources or to secure access to different environmental conditions necessary to raise desired crops. In the case of large political entities, such as the Lupaqa kingdom, enclaves might be as far as 250 km from the core area, yet they were considered integral parts of Lupaqa territory and residents retained their cultural identity and rights and obligations in their core communities.
Enclaves were common features of Mesoamerican territorial organization at several levels. The most familiar Maya example is the barrio of Acalan merchants in Nito. Other enclaves in the Maya area were associated with merchants and long-distance exchange; they are commonly interpreted in terms of the port of trade concept. As in the Andes, enclaves should be viewed in a broader functional context -in the first place as more generalized resource procurement mechanisms. The Itza of Tayasal, for example, maintained an enclave among the Chol in the Nito area to secure access to prime land for cacao cultivation (Pagden 1971:376) . Many other motives are likely: to gain access to other sorts of natural resources (necessities like salt or exotic raw materials like jade); to gain easy access to distant local markets; to acquire intelligence information for political usethese hardly exhaust the possibilities.
The most striking examples of enclaves are those located at great distances from the core area. When they operate on a regional or local scale, the contrast between "colonists" and "host" group is often much less obvious -except in frontier areas. Here, the contrast between enclave and surrounding group may be extreme, though the distance to the core area is not great. Frontiers may in fact be characterized as zones of maximum density of enclaves.
At the time of the conquest, Naco was near the eastern edge of a continuous zone of Cholan (Chontal, Chol, Chortf) Maya speakers stretching from the Gulf of Mexico across the base of the Yucatan peninsula well into Honduras. Maya speech (probably Chol) was dominant along the northwest coast of Honduras as far east as the region of the mouths of the Rios Chamelec6n and Ulua (Thompson 1970b; Feldman 1975) The presence of enclaves, Nahua speech, and long-distance merchants are all separate issues. They have too often been linked through uncritical use of the port of trade concept. This highlights an important drawback of the concept: it diverts attention from the actual internal cultural make-up and organization of individual centers. Enclaves need not imply long-distance trade, and commercial centers with enclaves of foreign merchants cannot be assumed to fit the port of trade pattern. The port of trade concept, as it is commonly used with reference to the Maya region, is at once too vague (with regard to internal organization) and too narrow (assuming the role of a major political power). Facile reliance on the port of trade concept in the interpretation of Maya exchange obscures much detail and variation and may lead to serious distortion. In the case of Naco, a judicious blend of historical and archaeological evidence may well permit the recognition of foreign enclaves, perhaps associated with long distance trade. Naco's supposed port of trade status is a separate issue which is not likely to find confirmation in the data.
Naco was certainly an important center, but it is difficult to discern the details of the native economic and political organization of the area from historical evidence alone. Cortes did not explicitly say that Naco was the capital of a province, but he sometimes implied that it was, particularly in his discussion of Naco and the other principal towns of the area -Quimistlain, Zula, and Cholome ( Heavy recent disturbance has blurred the outlines of the settlement, but Late Postclassic Naco was evidently centered on the north bank of the Rfo Naco. Small residential mounds are densest near the main group, a cluster of large elite residences and public structures including a ball court (Fig. 3) (Fig. 2) . The settlement, situated on the west bank of a sluggish tributary of the Rio Chamelecon southeast of Naco, occupies more than 100 ha., with more than 400 structures. The central sector contains large, elaborate public buildings with dressed stone architecture, including a ball court. Smaller residential structures cluster north and south of this zone, with a more dispersed distribution in the outlying sectors of the settlement.
Both architecture and ceramics point to close connections with Copan and the Classic Maya world. La Sierra's pottery includes a few imports from Copan, but the basic similarity between the ceramic assemblages of the two centers indicates a shared tradition of production. Ties with the central Maya lowlands exist, but are less marked. An apparent La Sierra export pot was recently located near Quiriguai. At the same time, La Sierra participated in the Uluia polychrome tradition of the Sula-Ulua-Yojoa region. Some vessels in this style were imported, but most were manufactured locally. As in later times, the Valle de Naco was fundamentally part of the Maya world in the Late Classic period, though it maintained close connections with non-Maya peoples to the east and south. La Sierra appears to be the Late Classic counterpart of Naco.
The Valle de Naco boasted a center with sizable public architecture even before La Sierra arose. Santo Domingo (Fig. 2) 
